Neurology of otolith function. Peripheral and central disorders.
The otolith organs detect gravitoinertial forces acting on the head providing signals to the brain which are essential for spatial orientation, sensing motion and organizing motor behaviour. Although the pathophysiology of otolithic dysfunction is poorly understood, a disorder of otolith function, at a peripheral or central level, may be suspected when a patient describes symptoms of false sensations of linear motion or tilt or shows signs of specific derangements of ocular motor and postural, orienting and balancing responses. When disorientation is severe the patient may describe symptoms which sound bizarre, raising doubts over the organic basis of the disease. Our recognition of an otolithic disorder and understanding otolithic involvement in a wider neurological context may be guided by knowledge of otolith physiology and of the characteristics of the few proven otolithic syndromes.